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Today’s highlights 

• The Old Ausable Channel (OAC) history

• Species at Risk Act (SARA) overview

• OAC at-risk fishes

• How to find SAR in your area – DFO’s 
aquatic SAR Map

• Using ‘Projects near water’ website

• Federal funding for SAR stewardship



What is the Old Ausable Channel (OAC)?

• Disconnected portion 
of the Ausable River

• Isolated through 
human intervention 
near end of 19th

century

• No longer part of a 
flowing river – fed by 
ground water, 
precipitation and 
surface runoff





Fishes in the OAC
Critical Habitat

 Warm water fish community

 50 known fish species

 Community made up of: minnows, sunfishes, top 
predators and Species at Risk

 SAR main threat: habitat loss

 Water quality degradation - sediment and nutrient



Aquatic Habitat 

• Warm water pond-like ecosystem

• Clear, still water, groundwater  

• Dense aquatic vegetation

• Fine sand, silt & organic substrate

• 1 m to 5 m deep

• Provincially Significant Wetland

• High quality habitat – Critical 
Habitat (fishes) 

• Biodiversity – at risk / rare species

Photo credit: Ausable Bayfield Conservation Authority

Photo credit: ABCA

Photo credit: DFO



Species at Risk Act (SARA)
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• Prevent species from being extirpated 
(lost) from Canada

• Help recover species that have been 
declining, or are in danger of being lost, 
as a result of human activities

• DFO is responsible for all fish (except in 
areas under Parks Canada jurisdiction)

• ‘fish’ as defined in federal Fisheries Act 
including fish, shellfish, marine mammals

• Similar provincial Act (ESA) 

Species at Risk Act

Photo: NYSDEC

Photo: ECCC

Photo: DFO



Why are SAR important? 

• Web of Life (biodiversity)
supports a healthy 
environment

• Healthy environment 
supports healthy economy

• Cultural value & 
international commitments
to protect SAR

8 Google image Photo: Shutterstock.com



Species at risk status
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No longer exists in the wild in 
Canada

Facing imminent disappearance 
from the wild in Canada

(CRITICAL HABITAT) 

Needs something done to      
reverse threat factors 

(CRITICAL HABITAT) 

Sensitive to human 
activities & natural events

The death of every individual of a species      
(no longer lives anywhere in the world)



10

It is an offence to:

• Kill, harm, harass, capture or 
take an individual (EX/END/THR)

• Possess, collect, buy, sell or 
trade an individual or any part 
of an individual

• Damage or destroy critical 
habitat (including residence 
where applicable), as identified 
in a recovery strategy or action 
plan

SARA 
protection 

clauses

Google image



What is Critical Habitat?

• For aquatic species, critical habitat may include areas used for 
spawning, rearing young, feeding, overwintering, and migration.

• Any activity that degrades or destroys critical habitat can lead 
to further demise and decline of species at risk

“habitat that is necessary for the survival or
recovery of a listed [endangered, threatened
or extirpated] wildlife species identified in the
recovery strategy or in an action plan.

SARA
Section 2(1)
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Photo: S. Staton, DFO Photo: S. Dunn, DFO



Ausable Bayfield Conservation Authority Watershed
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How do I know what SAR are nearby?

 Aquatic SAR Map

https://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/species-especes/sara-lep/map-carte/index-eng.html
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Using DFO’s Aquatic SAR Map
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Instructions on Use
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Instructions on Use

16



Instructions on Use – hyperlinks 
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Link to Species at Risk Public Registry
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Recovery Documents for SAR
 Available on Species at Risk Public 

Registry sararegistry.gc.ca

 Prepared for SARA-listed species

 Define important habitat areas 
including CRITICAL HABITAT

 Identify THREATS to the species

 Invite Canadians to TAKE ACTION 
necessary to reduce threats and 
promote recovery

 Being developed for newly SARA-
listed species 

http://www.sararegistry.gc.ca/
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17 SARA-listed aquatic species in ABCA watershed

Six aquatic SAR within OAC

FISHES

• Grass Pickerel (SC)

• Lake Chubsucker (EN)*

• Northern Sunfish (SC)

• Pugnose Shiner (THR)*

• Silver Lamprey (SC)

• Spotted Sucker (SC)

EN=Endangered; TH=Threatened; SC=Special Concern; 

Photo - DFO

Photo - DFO

Photo - DFO

Photo - DFO

* Includes Critical Habitat



Aquatic Critical Habitat in OAC
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Species profiles:  

SARA protected fishes
in the Old Ausable Channel

Illustration ©  JR Tomelleri



Lake Chubsucker (EN)

Image ©  JR Tomerlleri



Distribution of Lake Chubsucker (EN)
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Lake Chubsucker
(EN)

ABCA

Recovery Strategy 
posted - including 
Critical Habitat

Distribution of Lake Chubsucker in SW Ontario



Lake Chubsucker (EN)
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Biology:

• is a member of the Sucker family

• usually less than 25 centimeters long

• Adult males develop small nuptial tubercles on the snout and 
anal fin

Habitat (including critical habitat
• clear, still waters with abundant aquatic plants

• substrates include gravel, sand and silt mixed with organic debris

Spawning:

• Spawning likely occurs between April - early June (~20 C)

• Females lay eggs on submerged vegetation in marshes

Threats:

• Increased turbidity, siltation and wetland drainage



Essential functions, features and attributes of CH for Lake Chubsucker

General summary of the biophysical functions, features, attributes and location of critical habitat 
necessary for the Lake Chubsucker’s survival or recovery        [see details in RECOVERY STRATEGY]

Life stage Function Features Attributes

Spawning
to Hatch

Spawning 
Shallow water of bays, 
ponds, marshes, lower 
reaches of tributaries

• Shallow water (0-2 m)
• Abundant submerged aquatic 

vegetation

YOY, Juvenile, 
Adult

Nursery
Feeding
Cover

Shallow calm waters with 
aquatic vegetation

• Shallow (0-2 m) calm water
• Abundant aquatic vegetation
• Substrates consisting of sand, silt, 

clay, organic debris 
• Low turbidity

26
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Critical habitat identified for Lake Chubsucker within the Old Ausable Channel.



Pugnose Shiner (THR)



Distribution of Pugnose Shiner (THR)
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Pugnose Shiner
(EN)

ABCA

Recovery Strategy 
includes Critical 
Habitat

Distribution of Pugnose Shiner in SW Ontario



Pugnose Shiner (THR)
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Biology:
• is a member of the minnow family

• overall colouration is silver with pale yellow and olive tints above 
the distinct lateral black band

• males become brightly golden in colour during spawning

Habitat: (including critical habitat)
• usually found over sand and mud in slow-moving, clear, 

vegetated streams and lakes

• sheltered ponds, wetlands, stagnant channels and protected bays 
adjacent to larger waterbodies

Spawning:
• Spawning thought to occur late spring to early summer, in shallow, 

heavily vegetated waters

• Eggs distributed widely over aquatic plants and substrates 

Threats:
• Habitat degradation, loss, fragmentation; aquatic invasive species



Northern Sunfish (SC)

Photo:  DFO



Location of newly listed species
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Northern Sunfish (SC) NEW

Watersheds include:
Detroit, Thames, 
Sydenham, Ausable, 
Maitland, Saugeen

Distribution of Northern Sunfish in SW Ontario



Northern Sunfish (SC)
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Biology:
• Generalist feeder – mostly insects, small fish, eggs 

• Slow dispersal capacity (slows recovery)

Habitat:
• Prefers shallow, vegetated areas of warm lakes, ponds, and 

slowly flowing watercourses

• Occurs in clear waters and is considered intolerant of siltation

• Substrate usually consists of sand and gravel

Spawning:
• Spawns during June and July in excavated depressions

Threats:
• Siltation

• Elevated turbidity and contaminants

• Invasive species (i.e., Round Goby)



Silver Lamprey (SC)
Great Lakes-Upper St. Lawrence populations 



Location of newly listed species
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Silver Lamprey (SC) NEW

Waters include:
Detroit River
St. Clair River
Ruscom River, 
Ausable River
Saugeen River

ABCA

Distribution of Silver Lamprey in SW Ontario



Silver Lamprey (SC)
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Biology:

• Jawless, eel-shaped fish with a sucking disc mouth

• Live six to eight years (mostly as larvae)

• Adults 31-39 cm long - attach to fish hosts for one to two years, then 
die shortly after spawning

Habitat:

• Spawn in rivers and streams – require unrestricted migration to 
spawning habitat (gravel and sand, clean fast-flowing water)

• Larvae (ammocoetes) burrow in soft sediments for four to seven years

Threats:
• Lampricides used to treat invasive Sea Lamprey

• Pollution

• Habitat alteration and dams and low head barriers

• Siltation, water fluctuations



Grass Pickerel (SC)

Illustration ©  JR Tomerlleri



Distribution of Grass Pickerel – ABCA
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Grass 
Pickerel (SC)

ABCA

Distribution of Grass Pickerel in SW Ontario

Illustration ©  JR Tomerlleri



Grass Pickerel (SC)
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Biology:

• torpedo shaped body; small member of the Pike family

• usually less than 300 millimeters in total length

• large mouth; many teeth; forked tail; and posterior dorsal/anal fins

Habitat:
• warm, slow-moving streams, ponds and shallow bays of larger lakes, 

with clear to tea-coloured water, and abundant aquatic vegetation

• substrate is usually mud, but also been found over rock and gravel

Spawning

• spring spawning; evidence of late summer to winter spawning as well

• eggs are dispersed and adhere to aquatic vegetation

Threats:
• habitat destruction and degradation

• wetland drainage; loss of riparian or aquatic vegetation  

• sediment and nutrient loading

Illustration ©  JR Tomerlleri



Spotted Sucker (SC)

Illustration ©  JR Tomerlleri



Distribution of Spotted Sucker – ABCA
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Spotted 
Sucker(SC)

Ausable River

Distribution of Spotted Sucker in SW Ontario



Spotted Sucker (SC)
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Biology:

• medium-sized fish, measuring 23 to 38 cm in length

• eight to 10 horizontal rows of black/brown spots, one per scale, over 
the length of its body from behind its head

Habitat:
• usually slow-moving streams and prefers clear water with a minimum 

of suspended solids; 

• may be more tolerant of turbidity than other sucker species

Spawning

• Late spring or early summer; A spawning group consists of two males 
and one female.

• Occurs in shallow rapids over course limestone rubble; often in 
depressions behind large rocks

Threats:
• Limited information; water quality degradation may be threat, as it 

caused declined in some U.S. populations



ABCA species protected under SARA
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FISHES

• Eastern Sand Darter (TH)

• Northern Brook Lamprey(SC)

• Redside Dace (EN)

• River Redhorse (SC)

MUSSELS

• Kidneyshell (EN)

• Mapleleaf (SC)

• Northern Riffleshell (EN)

• Rainbow (SC)

• Snuffbox (EN)

• Wavyrayed Lampmussel
(SC)

EN=Endangered; TH=Threatened; SC=Special Concern 

17 SARA-listed aquatic species in ABCA watershed

Ten additional aquatic SAR in nearby habitat

Mapleleaf Rainbow



Life as a Mussel
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Fast facts about freshwater mussels | Things to Know – YouTube



Download Clam Counter App
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To learn more about mussels in Canada

Or visit www.musselguide.ca

http://www.musselguide.ca/


RECAP:
Ausable Bayfield Conservation Authority Watershed
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DFO’s National Aquatic SAR Map

 Check when planning 
projects near water

 Includes currently 
listed aquatic SAR 
(EXT, END, THR and 
SC)

 Indicates areas in 
which Critical Habitat 
is found

https://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/species-especes/sara-lep/map-carte/index-eng.html
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PLAN to avoid impacts! 

Recent Fisheries Act changes 
(Aug 2019) restored lost 
protections for fish & fish 
habitat

Use NEW DFO Guidance to
identify sensitive aquatic areas 
EARLY in the planning stages to 
avoid delays! 

NEW DFO 
Guidance 

for 
Projects 

Near 
Water

48



DFO’s one window project review process
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NEW guidance at DFO’s Projects Near Water website 
http://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/pnw-ppe/index-eng.html

 Standards and codes of practice (NEW)

 Check if your project needs a review

Check DFO’s national aquatic SAR map to see if 
sensitive species or habitat are near your project 

 SARA permit may be required

If FA review or SARA permit may be required

 submit a ‘Request for project review’ form to 
DFO at fisheriesprotection@dfo-mpo.gc.ca

Integrated ‘one-window’ project reviews under FA & SARA
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http://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/pnw-ppe/index-eng.html
mailto:fisheriesprotection@dfo-mpo.gc.ca


For further information on DFO’s 
Projects Near Water review process, 
contact:

Fish & Fish Habitat Protection 
Program
Fisheries and Oceans Canada
867 Lakeshore Rd
Burlington ON L7S 1A1

Telephone: 1-855-852-8320
Email:
FisheriesProtection@dfo-mpo.gc.ca

DFO Contact for 
Projects near water
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Photo: Evan Thomas

mailto:FisheriesProtection@dfo-mpo.gc.ca


Funding to address SAR threats

Habitat loss
• Removal, alteration

Degraded water quality
• Turbidity / sedimentation
• Nutrients / contaminants
• Thermal regimes

Water quantity impacts
• Dams, barriers, fragmentation
• Altered flow regimes

Recreational impact
• e.g., ATV impacts
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Photo: Evan Thomas

Photo: Hosketulen.com



Aquatic SAR funding for Stewardship 

Federal Program Overview
Call for 

proposals

AQUATIC PROJECTS 
(administered by DFO)

DFO - Habitat 
Stewardship

Program (HSP)

HSP goal is to engage 
Canadians in conservation 
actions that contribute to 
recovery of endangered, 
threatened, and other 
species at risk

*EOI: Nov 12th

Proposals due 
Dec. 17, 2021

DFO HSP email: DFO.HSP-OPR_PIH-ROP.MPO@dfo-mpo.gc.ca

DFO - Aboriginal
Fund for Species 
at Risk (AFSAR)

Supports the development 
of Indigenous capacity to 
participate actively in the 
implementation of SARA

*EOI: Nov 12th

Proposals due 
Dec 17, 2021

DFO AFSAR email: DFO.AFSAR-OPR_FAEP-ROP.MPO@dfo-mpo.gc.ca

52 * Recommended for new applicants



Aquatic SAR funding

Federal Program Overview
Call for 

proposals

AQUATIC PROJECTS 
(administered by DFO)

Canada Nature 
Fund for Aquatic 

SAR

CNFASAR aims to support 
the recovery and protection 
of aquatic SAR by enabling 
multi-species, place-based 
and threat-based 
approaches.

Project 
proposals 

were due on 
Oct. 21/21
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Key points covered…

Photo by G. Coker

Illustration by Ellen Edmonson (NYSDEC)

 Six SARA-listed aquatic SAR in OAC; 
17 currently in ABCA

 Use DFO’s National SAR Map to find 
aquatic SAR at or near you     
(shape files available for download)

 Use the Projects Near Water 
website

 Federal SAR Funding Programs for 
stewardship
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Illustration by Ellen Edmonson (NYSDEC)

Photos ECCC

Photos: G. Coker



Thank you!

QUESTIONS?

Shelly.Dunn@dfo-mpo.gc.ca

Photo: K.Saigle, DFO
With acknowledgement of ABCA content

mailto:Shelly.Dunn@dfo-mpo.gc.ca

